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Part I - Sunday, July 8, 2007

Before the Oct. 10, 2002, House vote to authorize the war, with the Democratic leadership prepared to support President Bush, Rep. Jan Schakowsky and other liberals formed an opposition movement. Quietly, they went from lawmaker to lawmaker "asking people how they would vote, and if they were unsure, convincing them that they would be far from alone if they vote no." In the final tally, 126 Democrats, or about 60 percent of the caucus, sided with Schakowsky.

Three years later, Schakowsky helped found the Out of Iraq Caucus, which has grown to about 75 members. But when Democrats won control of Congress, her longtime friend and fellow liberal Nancy Pelosi of California became speaker, and Schakowsky was named a chief deputy whip, a crucial vote-counting post. From her new perch in leadership, the war debate has become more complicated than a simple rallying call.

Representing a liberal North Side district in Chicago, Schakowsky would face enormous anger from her constituents if she tempered her opposition to the war. But she is confronting both the limits and duties of majority power, and that has created friction with her antiwar allies.

"If we could pass it, I would stop this war today," she said. "But there aren't the votes to do that."

Angering war opponents, Schakowsky supported the first Iraq spending bill, later vetoed by Bush, although it continued to fund the troops and set no firm withdrawal date. She opposed the bill in its second version, which provided funding with no withdrawal terms.
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"As far as the American people are concerned, they're done; they are done with this war. But it's really taken all this time to get there," Schakowsky said.

Toughest Encounter With Constituents: Before she announced her support for the first Iraq funding bill, Schakowsky convened local antiwar activists to break the news. "We had a very frank conversation. Not everyone was satisfied," Schakowsky recalled. But she told the group, "I really want to end this thing, and I think this is the best way to go."

Iraq-Related Claim to Fame: The stacks and stacks of e-mails opposing the war that Schakowsky started gathering before the 2002 vote. "I started going everywhere with them. Eventually, I had to have staff carry them along for me, because there were so many. We'd go to the floor, go to news conferences. It was a kind of a great visual."

Visits to Iraq: She is making her first trip in August.

Outlook: "There is decreasingly any way to defend this war and keeping our troops there. It's just not that far way. There's no way it's going to be good."

Most Persuasive Argument From War Supporters: "If you're not for the money, you're not for the troops."

Part II - Sunday, July 15, 2007

On Thursday morning, members of the House Democratic whip team, including Jan Schakowsky of Illinois, pored over a list of conservative Democrats who were potential opponents of an Iraq withdrawal proposal scheduled for a vote that afternoon.

One sign that the number wouldn't be high: Rep. Lincoln Davis (Tenn.), an influential "Blue Dog," announced to cheering colleagues that he would support the bill. Unlike earlier versions Davis had opposed, this one didn't involve troop funding.
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As the team moved down the list, the whips quickly determined that Democratic foes amounted to a handful. And sure enough, the bill passed 223 to 210, with just 10 Democrats opposing it.

Schakowsky was a longtime opponent of the war who, after she joined the House leadership, had to juggle her fervor with the need to find compromise measures that would attract enough votes. But last week, the tide had clearly turned.

She had been amazed to hear Sen. Pete V. Domenici, a Republican from New Mexico who had been a stalwart backer of the war, challenge President Bush's strategy.

"It's just over," she thought to herself as she listened to the senator on the radio. "And the question is: How soon can we do it?"

On Monday morning, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (Calif.) and her Democratic leadership team had decided that the House would renew its push that week to force a troop withdrawal. "All of us went home; we heard from our constituents; we saw a real break in the ranks of the Republicans," Schakowsky said.

She would have preferred even tougher terms. The latest House Iraq bill, which set an April 1 deadline for bringing most forces home, was unveiled at a Democratic caucus meeting Tuesday afternoon. Schakowsky protested a provision allowing some troops to remain in Iraq to train local security forces, waving a report by the Center for American Progress showing that those forces had become deeply unreliable.

"Every single person would have written a slightly different bill," Armed Services Committee Chairman Ike Skelton (D-Mo.) said as he surveyed the room. "And that's true," Schakowsky added. The bill may not be perfect, "but we're moving ahead."

Part III - Sunday, July 22, 2007

Rep. Jan Schakowsky knows a few things about protests. In 1989, she headed a group involved in the legendary uprising by Chicago senior citizens against Medicare changes -- one that featured enraged seniors jumping on the hood of Ways and Means Chairman Dan Rostenkowski's car.
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So when Senate Republicans decided to block a Democratic measure to withdraw troops from Iraq during an all-night debate last week, Schakowsky reached back to her community-activist past. Off the printer came blue fliers: a "Candlelight Call to Action" to "Stop the Republican Iraq Filibuster." At the appointed hour of 8:30 p.m. Tuesday, 57 House Democrats gathered to march to a Senate park.

"All they're asking, our Senate Democrats, is that they get an up or down vote," Schakowsky announced as the group gathered. "We're going to go over there and support them. We're going to walk over right now, to the Senate side, down the stairs and out to the park to join them." The crowd responded with whoops and claps.

There was no jumping on cars last week, but Schakowsky, an Illinois Democrat, was excited. She was particularly thrilled to see the lineup of freshmen Democrats, including Reps. Paul W. Hodes (N.H.), Christopher S. Murphy (Conn.) and Patrick J. Murphy (Pa.), all three of whom owe their elections to the war's unpopularity. The turnout far exceeded what she had expected. But then, she had overcompensated on the invitations, blitzing offices with phone calls and e-mails, in addition to the fliers.

"Has everyone signed the letter to the president?" called out Rep. Maxine Waters (D-Calif.), a fellow member of the Out of Iraq Caucus, waving a sheet of paper and a pen as the lawmakers lined up. The letter said the signatories would oppose further Iraq funding, except related to the safe, orderly redeployment of U.S. troops. By the end of the week, Schakowsky was one of 70 House members who had signed up.

At the rally, she stood in the front row next to House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) and spoke without notes when her turn came. Her loud, clear voice quieted the crowd.

"Do you know that 18-year-olds who are being recruited today, some of them were 13 years old when this war began?" Schakowsky said, her eyes blazing. "We're not going to have any more teenagers growing up to go to war in Iraq. We can end it. We need your help."

The Republican filibuster won out the next day. But, as Schakowsky beat a retreat around 10:30 p.m., she said, "People really felt energized by that event, which is exactly what its purpose really was."

Part III - Sunday, August 5, 2007

Congress's August break will find Rep. Jan Schakowsky (D-Ill.) in Iraq equipped with flak jacket, helmet and tough questions, but unburdened by doubt.
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"I think we're now being prepped for kind of a rosy report" in September on the war's progress, the longtime war critic said. "I'm going to work as hard as I can to get some varying views [and] answers, not just the talking points for the military as directed by the Bush administration."

If, as Gen. David H. Petraeus has said, more time could allow the troop increase to succeed, Schakowsky wants him to show her why he thinks so. She wants to ask Ambassador Ryan C. Crocker and other political officials how much progress, if any, the Iraqis have made toward reconciliation and self-government. Among many worrisome signs, she said, is the loss during the war of Iraqis with the means and professional expertise to help the country rebuild.

"One of the problems . . . I want to inquire more about that, is that the people who have left include a lot of people with more means, with more expertise to hold a country together.

"Depending on, again, where we're able to go, I can learn more about the tensions between the Sunnis and Shiites and Kurds. My district has a lot of Christian Iraqis. They are a targeted minority population in Iraq, and people in my district are very concerned about them."

It's a big agenda for a week-long trip that includes a stint in Afghanistan. For security reasons, Schakowsky cannot say when she will be there, a fact that she feels underscores how badly the situation has deteriorated. "You remember at the beginning of the war, we came to liberate the people of Iraq," she said. "Life was going to be better for the people of Iraq, and I'd like to hear from some people: Is your life better?

Part IV - Tuesday, September 11, 2007

Rep. Jan Schakowsky settled into the ornate Cannon Caucus Room to listen to Gen. David H. Petraeus and Ambassador Ryan C. Crocker. The Illinois Democrat, one of the House's most vociferous critics of the war, had her BlackBerry ready, and Petraeus was mere minutes into his testimony when she began firing off messages.

"Did I hear him correctly? I thought I heard Gen. Petraeus say that because of the 'progress' that's been made, the US will reduce the number of troops to pre-surge levels by NEXT SUMMER," she wrote to a reporter, offering her real-time reaction.

"He is presenting the same cherry-picked numbers that we've all heard before. . . . 4 1/2 years later and we are still hearing how, despite their deficiencies, Iraqi security forces are expanding their capacities.
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"Bottom line? He is saying in effect, 'Stay the course.' "

Next came Crocker's opening remarks -- and another furious e-mail from Schakowsky, with the subject line "Just Wrong!"

"Crocker had the chutzpah to begin by comparing Iraq and the chaos and violence there with U.S. history of slavery, universal suffrage, civil rights. . . . The US was not occupied by another nation that ran the show. . . . How dare he!"

Hours later, Schakowsky was still fuming. Ducking into a nearby committee room and zipping through a sheaf of notes, she said: "It's completely inadequate, just completely inadequate. I thought we would hear a more ambitious timetable."

Crocker's comparison of Iraq's and America's struggles to establish democracy was "really odd and offensive," she said. "I think he's saying that now there's political parties and a constitution, but in fact there's no operating government, half the parliament has quit, there's no hope -- it doesn't look like at this moment -- of real political reconciliation, which was the real purpose of the surge."

The testimony was as she predicted, she said, only worse. "Their message is, enough progress is being made to justify a little more time. How many times can you say that to the American people? 'Success is just around the corner; this is a turning point; six months; another few months and we'll be able to tell how it's going.' Well, now we know how it's going. We're going to be back at square one, at 130,000 or 135,000 troops next summer, according to the general. Far from progress."
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